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THE UNCERTAIN REGULATORY CONTEXT

In the early 1970s, a conflict over programs to control chemical
hazards resulted in a division of responsibilities between the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the then new EPA. Pesticide
regulation, which had once been the responsibility of USDA, was turned
over to EPA* Over time, the fluctuating relationship between these two
agencies resulted in an uncertain tie between EPA, which determines
pesticide tolerance, and USDA, which monitors tolerances.  Other
objectives are divided between USDA's Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS) and FDA, and still others between FSIS and state
agencies.  Thus, the National Residue Program of USDA must monitor
compliance while FDA sets the rules.  FSIS is often criticized for
failure to take action in areas not within its purview. Thus, although
the protection of public health is a primary concern of all these
agencies, the division of responsibilities to attain that goal is quite
complex.

As administrations have changed, different emphases have been given
to NRP, varying from strong support for its operation and output to a
greater degree of skepticism about the seriousness of its mission and
the importance of-residue programs.  This has made it difficult to
maintain consistency in program administration and to develop a
long-term plan.

The high level of conflict and uncertainty is exemplified by the
current controversy surrounding antibiotics in animal feeds. Because
of congressional action, the FDA (the standard-setter for animal drugs)
has not been able to finalize its proposals for regulation of these
compounds. From a public policy perspective, such disagreements make
an adequate scientific evaluation of the chemical residue problem and
its relevance to meat and poultry even more difficult than its
technical complexity would imply.

THE NATIONAL RESIDUE PROGRAM

The National Residue Program, begun in 1967, is the federal
government's principal regulatory mechanism for determining the
presence and level of those chemicals in meat and poultry that have
been judged (primarily by FDA, EPA, and FSIS) to be of public health
concern. Through this program FSIS applies new technologies and
testing procedures in the monitoring of approximately 100 of the
chemicals that may be found in meat and poultry. These chemicals are
selected on the basis of toxicity, exposure level, persistence, and
other relevant criteria (USDA, 1983a,b, 1984, 1985).